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Revival of Muslin: Policies & Institutions
- Jamal Abdul Naser Chowdhury, Additional Secretary

IN the history of textiles, there is no name more
famous than that of Dhaka muslin. In 1875, when
Edward VII, the then Prince of Wales, came to
Bengal, Sir Abdul Gani of Dhaka ordered 30 yards
of the most superior muslin as a gift to the prince.
One yard of this fabric weighed barely 10 grams!
Even today dresses of Dhaka muslin are considered
the ultimate in luxury. The word ‘muslin® was
derived from the name of the city of its origin,
Mosul, in Iraq and through the centuries when
India became known as the home of exotic muslins,
two Indian cities, namely Masulipatnam in South
India and Dhaka in Bengal, became famous for the
weaving of this cloth. In Bangladesh, Kapashia
under Gazipur district was one of the oldest
manufacturing centers of Muslin. After then
sonargaon and Dhaka became the main production
centers of Muslin. The history of Dhaka muslin is
replete with exotic varieties, known as qutn-e-rumi,
naubati, yahudi, alizolah and samanderlaher. In the
first decade of the 20th century, one thaan (one yard
wide, ten yards long) of muslin, known as shama or
evening dew, cost Rs 400 or Rs 40 per yard. Till
1813, Dhaka muslin continued to sell in London
with 75 per cent profit and was cheaper than the
local British make. Alarmed at this competition, the
British imposed 80 per cent duty on the Indian
product. But more than the duty, the introduction of
the machine-made yarn ruined the muslin trade, as
by 1817, English mill-made thread was introduced
in Dhaka, at one-fourth the price of the Indian yarn.
Till 1821, one of the main problems faced by Dhaka
weavers was to go around collecting yarn from the
local spinners. This yarn was not of uniform quality.
But, with British machinery, yarn of a uniform
texture could be obtained and soon the Indian
handmade yarn industry closed. In 1840, Dr Taylor,
a British textile expert, wrote: "Even in the present
day, notwithstanding the great perfection which the
mills have attained, the Dhaka fabrics are unrivalled
in transparency, beauty and delicacy of texture."
The count for the best variety of Dhaka muslin was
1800 threads per inch, while the lesser varieties had
about 1400 threads per inch.

Despite producing the costliest fabric in the world,
the weavers of Dhaka suffered because of their
skill. Dr Taylor states, "Hindu women of the age,
varying from 18 to 30 years, were the weavers of
superfine quality. But after 30 years, their sight
became impaired. The superfine quality could be
woven only in early morning or afternoon as
otherwise the strong sunlight snapped the threads."
During the medieval times, the finest muslin of
Dhaka was reserved for the imperial court. The
most famous of the weavers were registered as
though in royal employ and were not allowed to

make muslin for others. In the 17th century, Abbe
Rynal, a traveller, had this to say about the weavers:
"It was a misfortune to appear very dexterous,
because they were then forced to work only for the
Government which paid them ill and kept them in
sort of captivity." The weavers were paid so little
that, during the era when a rupee fetched two and a
half maunds of rice, they got only one to one and a
half rupees per month. By modern monetary value,
this would mean a maximum daily wage of Rs 25
per day. Another unsavory fact associated with the
killing of this Indian industry was that the thumbs
and index fingers of many yarn makers were
chopped off by the British in order to prevent them
from twisting the finer yarns required for the
muslins. Washing, pressing and polishing the
muslin was one of the specialized tasks of Dhaka’s
washermen community. An interesting fact was that
the polishing of muslin was done using conch shells
and the fabric was not ironed. The best test of the
material was that repeated washing made it finer
muslin. In fact the above discussed traditional
muslin is now lost.The present government is
relentlessly working for the protection of heritages
of Bangladesh .A number of ministries have
different types of involvements with this subject.
Bangladesh small & cottage industries corporation
(BSCIC), under the Ministry of Industries deals
with the development of cottage and small
industries. It is working to keep up the heritage of
cottage industries and its products through
providing various supports to the small
entrepreneurs. The muslin was one of the major
contributions of cottage industry. BSCIC is working
for the development of Jamdani industry like muslin
industry. Jamdani is one of the finest muslin textiles
of Bengal, produced in Dhaka district for centuries
ago. It (BSCIC) has set up a Jamdani Industrial
City and a research centre at Noapara in
Narayanganj district at a cost of Tk 5.86 crore for
the further development of the Jamdani sector.The
government is working for expansion of the
industry. There are 409 plots in the Jamdani
Industrial City, Of all the plots, 399 industrial plots
have already been distributed among entrepreneurs
for setting up their industries. With a view to
enhance the traditional Jamdani industries, the
government has set up Jamdani research centre on
20 acres of land at Noapara of Tarabo union under
Narayanganj district. The historic production of
Jamdani was patronized by imperial warrants of the
Mughal emperors. Under British colonialism, the
Bengali Jamdani and muslin industries rapidly
declined due to colonial import policies favoring
industrially manufactured textiles. In more recent
years, the production of Jamdani has witnessed




a revival in Bangladesh.Whether figured or
flowered, Jamdani is a woven fabric in cotton, and
it is undoubtedly one of the varieties of the finest
muslin. It has been spoken of as the most artistic
textile of the Bangladeshi weaver.

Although Jamdani is a variety of muslin but there is
a gulf of difference between pure muslin and
jamdani.Whether the fabulous muslin industry can
be revived is the question now. A group thinks that
that revival of pure muslin is a simply a dream now
due to non-existence of that class of weavers and
non-availability of such type of cotton. According to
professionals, the revival of the muslin industry has
to depend upon the gradual improvement of the
quality of the popular and cheaper muslin-based
Dhakai, Tangail and Jamadani sarees, which have a
great commercial market.

Recently, Bangladesh, West Bengal and other states
in India have tried to revive muslin-weaving skills.

We have to consider many factors on the way to
Journey of reviving muslin. some of them are:

1. Whether it is possible to get the plants of cotton
from which the thread of muslin were collected.
This plants were slightly smaller than the
average cotton plant with short staple fibers.
These were grown in some specific places of the
Meghna river basin and dhamrai.This species are
now abolished. So it is a question whether this
kind of plants be reproduced.

2. The wizardly techniques of weaving muslin is now
lost.The class of weavers are existing no more. So
it will be very difficult to build up/develop such
type of specialized muslin weavers.

3. By this time nature of soil has been changed a
lot. So it is a challenge to find out the kind of
soil allowing the plantation of cotton plants
favorable for muslin.

4. Gathering information about the technology,
equipments, types of machineries used for
fabulous muslin.

It is possible to revive muslin through a
comprehensive research and serious efforts. Our
scientists, agriculturists, researchers have a great
contribution for our country, specially in food
sector. They played a special role in making the
country of sixteen crore people self sufficient in
food production through their research, invention or
discoveries. So it is possible on their part to find out
the ways to discover the things required for the
revival of muslin through a comprehensive study
and research.

By this time the government has passed the Arts &
handicrafts rule-2015.one of the main objectives
mentioned in the rule is to revive the cultural and
traditional handicrafts of Bangladesh. In schedule-2
of the draft industrial rule,2016 handicrafts
industries has been given preference.GI act’2013
and GI rule,2015 have been issued to protect the GI
products.Anyway, specific policy & rules are
required for the revival of muslin.A full-pledged
research is needed with a lot of information. For this
a co-ordinated effort is required with the related
ministries, organizations and NGOs. In this regard
Ministry of Industries, Ministry of Agriculture,
Ministry of Textile & Jute, Ministry of Environment
& Forestry, Ministry of Cultural affairs and other
concerned ministries, NGOs and civil society may
work together with forming a cell. A high powered
committee has been formed to revive Muslin as per
instruction of Honorable prime minister during her
visit in the Ministry of textile & Jute ministry. Now
it has created a new hope that Bangladesh has come
forward with the mission for the revival of muslin.
With the government some organizations are
working in this issue. Specially DRICK is playing
vital role. A Muslin festival was jointly organized
by the Ministry of cultural Affairs and DRICK.
Efforts are taken to build public awareness about
the issue. It is expected that success will come out
with a collective efforts.

APO members pave the way forward
58th APO Governing Body Meeting

Bangladesh government has identified the SMEs
as a priority sector. The SMEs in Bangladesh
grow faster and successfully. Global recession has
little effect on the domestic economy to the huge
population relocating to large potential local
market with stable economy. Secretary Ministry of
Industries and APO Director for Bangladesh Md.
Mosharraf Hossain Bhuiyan stated that in the 58th
Session of the APO Governing Body held in 19-21
April 2016, Jakarta, Indonesia. He mentioned that the
government has focused on industrial productivity
that have been reflected in the government policy
and strategy documents such as perspective plan
(Vision 2021), 7th Five Year Plan (2016-2020),
Industrial Policy 2016. The three-day annual event
was attended by 45 delegates, consisting of APO
Directors, Alternate Directors, and Advisers from 19

member countries. Secretary-General Mari Amano
reported to the GBM on the APO’s activities and
achievements during the previous year, as well as
what APO members could expect in the coming
year and beyond. He stressed the fundamental
need for achieving sustainable productivity for
long-term economic development and the
prosperity of APO member economies.

The APO Directors considered and approved the
proposal for the Roadmap to Achieve the APO
Vision 2020. Finally, the GBM elected Dr. Santhi
Kanoktanaporn, nominee of the Government of
Thailand, as the next Secretary- General for the
subsequent three years from September 2016 to
September 2019
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